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Have there ever been two more dissimilar writers in literary history than E.M. Forster and
Ezra Pound? Forster, fatherless from the age of twenty-two months, educated in the British
public school system and at Cambridge, influenced by the Apostles and the Bloomsbury group,
wrote from within the shaping pressures of English tradition. In pictures and paintings, he
appears always out of place or fatigued, with his head falling back against a cushion or chair.
With his slight build, dainty style, and small, roundish head projecting forward into his nose, he
fails to cut much of a figure next to the menacing Pound, the man of angular face and academic
beard and sweater, with the huge tuft of wavy hair and burning eyes, spouting rough-hewn
language riddled with phonetic spellings from "digged" to "wuz." In pictures he appears to be
either bracing for a fight or posing for a sculpture, but his didactic intellectual spirit, his range of
knowledge, and his willingness to listen and teach brought European modernism to the American
stage with his haughty challenge to the country's writers to "make it new." Yet while their
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methods and manners remain separated by the Atlantic and their polarized personalities, these
two writers stand firmly in the tradition of literary modernism. The through-line that emerges
from reading two oftheir most lauded works, Forster's A Passage to India and Pound's The

Pisan Cantos, is the aching desire for human connection. The two works are unified by their
vision, seeking the touch of a regenerative intimacy with other people and the self through
friendship, love, and sexuality, against the uncertainty, alienation, and doubt set in motion by
modernity'S upheaval.
Treading between confronting the painful present and the nostalgic urge towards
remembering a better past, the two works assume a scene scarred by the physical and
psychological ravages ofthe bloody World Wars (for Forster the Great War, for Pound the
period from World War I to World War II, his own Thirty Years War) and the cultural shift
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towards modernity. In seeking out a connective force, they try to salvage the past and piece
together the present, looking to the future with hope for transcendence. Even against this
pressure of fragmentation and the repeated failure to escape isolation, the characters in these
works continue reaching out to connect and re-connect with spiritual unity. They try to touch the
unity through physical contact, hypothetical imagination, or visionary idealism, .and take comfort
in Its uplift. While this effort at "touch" is imagined and realized in very different ways in the
two works, their visions are similar: to come closer to a wholeness and stability in a world that
seems bent on denying that certainty.
What actually occurs, however, is that the fractured world wins-the works remain
characterized by ambiguity and paradox. The moment of touch and unification routinely fails to
be consummated. Characters in the works repeatedly become distanced from a sense of
themselves and turn towards nihilism and despair. As they reach out to escape the world that
surrounds them, it becomes clear that it is only in their visionary ideals that intimacy is possible
and that trust and certainty can thrive. From this visionary exceptionalism, the two works
comment on and reveal their containment in the fragmented present, ultimately refusing to
believe that connection can be achieved in this world's "now." A Passage to India reflects on
the fate of the British Empire from its primary colonial outpost, looking towards spiritual worlds
where love and human unification can arise. The failure of touch in the book is distinctly
physical. It emerges most prominently in two central relationships, between Ronny Heaslop and
Adela Quested, and between Aziz and Cecil Fielding. In The Pisan Cantos, touch means
something very different. Pound l cannot ever physically touch anything as he reflects on history
and culture from the confines of his cage in the Detention Training Center. The nature of the

paper will refer to the speaker in The Pisan Cantos as "Pound," taking into account the
construction of that character as well as the evidence supporting its autobiographical basis.
1 This
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poem denies and disembodies any sense of intimate touch beyond his mind. Instead, "touch"
comes to stand for the possibility ofre-imagining his sense of self by nostalgically reviewing the
course of history, art, and all that he has ever known. Touch becomes a metaphor for the soughtafter connection between his self and the natural processes of life, where he can achieve intimacy
not with other people, but with his own psyche through the voicing of his epic narrative.

The physical description of Chandrapore opens A Passage to India into negation and
deferral, as it is littered with negatives and absences: "except for the Marabar Caves-and they
are twenty miles off-the city of Chandrapore presents nothing extraordinary" (3). Immediately
the reader is presented with a dark landscape, a world characterized by void rather than presence:
"There are no bathing-steps on the river front, as the Ganges happens not to be holy there; indeed
there is no river front .... Chandrapore was never large or beautiful. ... nor was it ever
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democratic .... There is no painting and scarcely any carving in the bazaars" (3-4). Yet buried
within this burdensome nothingness, there is an inherent contradiction, one that speaks to the
disparate forces of darkness and light, nihilism and romance, and touch and withdrawal that
inevitably pull the book in opposing directions. While there is no beauty to the terrestrial
existence of Chandrapore, abandoned even by the river's grace, the omnipotence of the sky and
sun re-vitalize the vapid earth:
the sky settles everything-not only climates and seasons but when the earth shall be
beautiful. By herself she can do little-only feeble outbursts of flowers. But when the
sky chooses, glory can rain into the Chandrapore bazaars or a benediction pass from
horizon to horizon. (5)
The sun, the agent of oppressive burning heat, also injects the barren earth with light and
vigor, a cosmological glory that can exist only in the more spiritual outbursts of the soul, and it is

in this description that the central visionary ideal of the book is set up. The cosmos is positioned
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as an antidote to the spiritual vacancy ofthe earth, a place where beauty and grandeur can exist
apart from the insipid earth. The daily activity of Chandrapore, however, encompassing the
moments of social intercourse, is defined by darlmess, a pall that hangs over the coming
interaction between Aziz and the Western clan.
The Mosque section that opens the book is characterized by this tension between earthly
negation and hypothetical soulful exaltation, as the divisions of India-colonial, religious, and
social-dominate the language and description of Chandrapore. Relationships and friendships
are always qualified, derailed by mistrust or power dynamics, and a chance meeting often turns
instead into a near-miss. The exigencies of the colonial empire force a kind of indifference and
disconnect between moments, as when Aziz is forced to dart from place to place on a bicycle at
the beck and call of Major Callendar, who interrupts his visit with his friend Hamidullah. He
speeds out of control: "he had neither light nor bell nor had he a brake, but what use are such
adjuncts in a land where the cyclist's only hope is to coast from face to face, and just before he
collides with each it vanishes?" (13). Aziz is pulled from one place to another, and his
investment in anyone social situation is continuously withdrawn. He does not have the chance
to grow accustomed to anyone face, as his constant transition reduces each to a temporary
mirage.
Sight is just one of the three human senses in the book that the characters most often use
to relate to their environment, along with hearing and touch. Of these, touch reveals itself as the
defining absence in Chandrapore, and it becomes linked with the general sense of emptiness that
typifies the failed intimacy between the characters. In a unique way touch becomes the central
sense, acting as a filter for how the other two are understood. When Aziz rides his bicycle
through the streets, he misses even the sighted embrace of a human face, and it is questioned
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whether there is even a need for him to stop ifhe cannot connect with the disappearing faces in
any way. Vision is juxtaposed with the impossibility of physically colliding with the people's
bodies, but not made equal, because there will be no chance for him to actually share a moment
of touch with these people. The vanishing faces are only one of the many ways that the absence
or failure of reciprocal intimacy manifests throughout the entire book. Withdrawal and distance
become the only certain behavior, denoting love as umealized, friendship as temporary and
unfulfilled, and touch, the unifying force of friendship and sensual embrace, as unconsummated.
The description of the lovers in the Caves section, imagined in the flame of a lit match
and its reflection in the stone, is a metaphor for all of the relationships in the book, as it
addresses the impossibility of their union by giving them hope only in the stars. The love they
seek is a spiritual unification, where their selves become joined intimately and erase the physical
divide of their bodies. While not all of these groups are characterized by the same motivation
towards romantic love, it is useful to recognize how this similar impulse governs the drive
towards intimacy. The caves, dark until the entrance of the observant human eye, are lit up by
the match, which the polished walls of the rock reflect. Terrestrially, the two "lovers" are
separated forever, as evinced by the impossible description: "immediately another flame rises in
the depths of the rock and moves towards the surface like an imprisoned spirit. ... The two flames
approach and strive to unite, but cannot, because one of them breathes air, the other stone"
(137). The spirit emerges out of the dead and impassive cave, but it is only in the sky that
sensuality and romantic circuitry can thrive. In further affirmation of the lovers' dividedness, the
language used to describe the two flames juxtaposes human body imagery with that of the sky,
with cosmological superlatives superseding the more physical, animal characteristics of the
embodied love:

5

(

A mirror inlaid with lovely colours divides the lovers, delicate stars of pink and grey
interpose, exquisite nebulae, shadings fainter than the tail of a comet or the midday
moon, all the evanescent life of the granite, only here visible. Fists and fingers thrust
above the advancing soil-here at last is their skin, finer than any covering acquired by
the animals, smoother than windless water, more voluptuous than love. (137)
Here the stone, made visible and anthropomorphic by the light, comes to life as the lips of the
flame finally achieve their deliverance: "the radiance increases, the flames touch one another,
kiss, expire" (138). Even within this spiritual awakening, the love cannot last, as the
consummating moment of the kiss is also the moment of death. The intimate sharing of mouths,
having achieved their apotheosis of closeness, fades away.
Again and again, the characters' bodies will be depicted as inadequate vessels for the
unification of nature's cosmological love. In the relationships of Ronny Heaslop and Adela
Quested, Aziz and Mrs. Moore, and Aziz and Cecil Fielding, intimacy will develop only to be
ultimately shunned and banished. The most potent physical representation of this is the
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withdrawal of an outstretched hand. Each group will endure the self-questioning and doubt, the
fits and starts towards unification, only to suffer in the end from an incomplete physical and
spiritual connection. Their bodies may connect through outstretched hands, brush against one
another, or even symbolically interact through language, but will always fail to unite in a way
that links their spirits. Even when the touch is achieved, an outside force seems to disapprove in
deference to the sky, causing the characters to regard touch as repugnant and force its
dissolution. In these relationships, the body is second always to the spirit, and it is the
characters' repeated misunderstandings of the body's failure to satisfy their pursuit of unification
that will keep them perpetually apart.
In Aziz's first interaction with Mrs. Moore, he asks her name as she enters the mosque,

reaching out to her even as he scolds her. He sees that "she was now in the shadow of the

6

gateway, so that he could not see her face, but she saw his, and she said with a change of voice,
'Mrs. Moore'" (18). The reciprocal sharing of personality through the face is cut off, as she
views Aziz without his ability to see her in the darkness of the shadows. The interruption
contributes to Mrs. Moore's inaccurate assumption that the closeness of their meeting transcends
the many obstacles that stand in the way of their intimate friendship. Getting to know her
further, Aziz is impressed, but is not so confident that they can reach across the divide, as he tells
Fielding upon meeting him, "J do not consider Mrs. Moore my friend" (70). The reader is left
unsure of what constitutes intimacy and where the line that demarcates friendship is drawn. He
or she has been thrown off balance, ordered to accept both this fundamental instability in the
relations of the characters and the sense that intimacy is a quality so suspect that it is capable of
vanishing at any moment, like the faces that pass by Aziz as he nears them.
Ronny and Adela's marriage ambitions suffer from a similar problem. When the
question of love and intimacy is broached, things start to fall apart between them. The truth
laying at the foundation of their coupling-that the two hold illusions about what it means to be
in love and married-underscores the way that their attempts to touch one another continually
misfire. Their relationship seems defined by a corollary to Heisenberg's uncertainty principle,
whereby the closer they come to one another, the more distorted and distant they feel. Riding in
the Nawab Bahadur's car, the pseudo-intimacy of physical desire overpowers them when a bump
in the road causes them to accidentally touch, tricking Adela into believing that what she feels
for Ronny is love. The moment when their bodies graze convinces her that her doubts about
their marriage, which had persuaded her to give up on the idea, are unfounded: "her hand
touched his, owing to ajolt, and one of the thrills so frequent in the animal kingdom passed
between them, and announced that all their difficulties were only a lovers' quarrel. Each was too
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proud to increase the pressure, but neither withdrew it." In this moment, love seems sanctified
by the removal of doubt, overriding the skepticism that had plagued Adela upon her arrival in
India. But within the same moment, the nature of the emotion changes significantly:
a spurious unity descended on them, as local and temporary as the gleam that inhabits a
firefly. It would vanish in a moment, perhaps to reappear, but the darkness is alone
durable. And the night that encircled them, absolute as it seemed, was itself only a
spurious unity, being modified by gleams of day that leaked up round the edges of the
earth, and by the stars. (94)
Adela's affection for Ronny is just as quickly modified by doubt, until he finally lets go of her
hand. Attempting to assuage herself with illusion, Adela instead continues to defer her real
feelings, displacing them for lack of words to describe their nature. In doing so, she has built
herself on a house of cards, buttressing herself with the idea that she is in love, availing herself of
the touch of the man she believes to be her lover, but not actually achieving transcendent unity
with him. The consequences of this half-touch will come back to haunt her later.
In the time before the train arrives in Marabar, the failure of the sun to rise and shine its

celestial force anticipates the coming tumult in the cave:
at the supreme moment, when night should have died and day lived, nothing occurred. It
was as if virtue had failed in the celestial fount. ... Why, when the chamber was prepared,
did the bridegroom not enter with trumpets and shawms, as humanity expects? (151-52)
The sky's disappointment is conflated with the bridegroom's absence in marriage. In the instant
the characters attempt to reach out, the circling worlds of resistance to love, friendship, romance,
and spiritual union all intersect at the coordinates of intimate touch and result in its failure.
Adela again defers her disappointment in this symbolic scene by offering a rational explanation
for the event: "ah, that must be the false dawn-isn't it caused by dust in the upper layers of the
atmosphere that couldn't fall down during the night? I think Mr. McBryde said so" (152). She
will be soon hit with the impact of the celestial failure in the true commencement of her
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breakdown when she realizes more fully her feelings for Ronny. The sight of the caves triggers
her memory of the previous instance of insufficient touch as she approaches with Aziz:
She thought, 'What about love?' The rock was nicked by a double row of footholds, and
somehow the question was suggested by them. Where had she seen footholds before?
Oh yes, they were the pattern traced in the dust by the wheels of the Nawab Bahadur's
car. She and Ronny-no, they did not love each other. (168)
In this same moment, while holding Aziz's hand, she attempts to engage in an effort to learn
about the "real" India, asking him ifhe has multiple wives. In line with his protective and
dignified earlier reaction to Fielding, Aziz is insulted by the misunderstanding that characterizes
all of the relations between Eastern and Western characters in the novel. Their closeness broken,
Aziz lets go of her hand in yet another withdrawal, leaving her to fend for herself alone as her
breakdown begins.
The caves have been given various meanings, including the repudiation of colonial
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empire and the rejection oflanguage as a whole. All of these explanations speak to the multifaceted possibilities of what happens inside of them, but it is necessary to remember through
what vessel all of these reactions come. Adela and Mrs. Moore both feel "touched" in the cave,
in a way that shatters their hold on life. The caves' touch has multiple meanings; it violates the
receivers and it shows how vulnerable the two women are to having their illusions stripped from
them. The psychological impact ofthe cave extends beyond its emotional realm, forcing its way
into their bodies. The touch encompasses both contact and withdrawal-it carries with it the
moment of union and the sense of repugnance at the body's disintegration. The women, faced
with this knowledge, fall apart. In light ofthe impossibility oflove and intimate connection on
earth, they withdraw into nihilism, made aware that earthly experiences become nothing when
cast against the romance of the divine.
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Mrs. Moore has the first horrible ordeal in the cave after losing Aziz and Adela. She:
"didn't know who touched her, couldn't breathe, and some vile naked thing stmck her face and
settled on her mouth like a pad" (162). This force saps her ability and desire to communicate
through a circuit of despair, where the forces of touch and sound (reduced to the echo) tum
against her in revolt. As The Pisan Cantos will also show, modernism's attempt to understand
the self requires an honest accounting of its obliteration, as these works seem to have to lay
waste to it before they can put it back together and reflect on it. In Adela's case, the disconnect
between her mind and body creates a confusing paradox: she alternately loses her sense of touch
and becomes hypersensitive to it. When Miss Derek and Mrs. McBryde pick out the cactus
needles from her body, she lies
passive beneath their fingers, which developed the shock that had begun in the cave.
Hitherto she had not much minded whether she was touched or not: her senses were
abnormally inert and the only contact she anticipated was that of mind. Everything now
was transferred to the surface of her body, which began to avenge itself, and feed
unhealthily. (214)
The body becomes the battle site ofthe spiritual war, tugged back and forth between selfabnegation and folly. Love and romance collapse as the illusion of their embodied potential is
shattered. As Ronny enters, Adela "wished she could comfort him; but intimacy seemed to
caricature itself, and the more they spoke the more wretched and self-conscious they became"
(216). The combination of touch and silence splinters Adela's self-image, casting it in constant
recoil from her body and her sense of existence.
Bringing the two women together, a bad idea ifthere ever was one, is like placing two
opposite magnetic poles next to one another, as they have surrounded themselves with walls of
resistance to other people. Adela, apparently ignorant of Mrs. Moore's experience and even her
own, takes her hand: "It withdrew, and she felt that just as others repelled her, so did she repel
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Mrs. Moore" (220), while the elder woman seems powerfully cognizant of her own anguish,
exclaiming "My body, my miserable body" (223). Mrs. Moore is more sharply self-aware of
how her experience in the cave diminished her, and it seems appropriate, then, that her ultimate
fate will arrive in a way that cancels out her body in favor of her spirit. As her corpse is dumped
at sea, her physicality is abandoned in adoration of her spiritual legend "Esmiss Esmoor," called
out into the air by the people outside of the courtroom and for years to come. In one of the
book's most powerful and disturbing scenes, the ruin of Mrs. Moore is detailed: "what had
spoken to her in that scoured-out cavity of the granite? What dwelt in the first of the caves?
Something very old and very small. Before time, it was before space ~lso. Something snubnosed, incapable of generosity-the undying worm itself." As she dwells on her pain, she
becomes more and more mired in self-absorption, and in a very odd direct address to the reader,
the worst is laid out: "visions are supposed to entail profundity, but-Wait till you get one, dear
reader! The abyss also may be petty, the serpent of eternity made of maggots." When the
narrative voice falls into line with Mrs. Moore's nihilism, the situation has hit rock bottom, as it
seems to suggest that even the visionary ideal of spiritual union in the sky may be an unreachable
hope. Mrs. Moore's claim that "there is no sorrow like my sorrow" (231) is actualized, as the
possibilities for humanity's escape from the all-encompassing emptiness are paralyzed.
Against the backdrop of the separated lovers and the impossibility of intimacy, another
relationship begins to develop that will test the bounds of touch. Aziz has already gone through
some of the emotions that set the stage for his friendship with Fielding when he feels nostalgia
for his deceased wife, traversing the emotional grounds from carnality, to love, to sublimation, to
accepting friendship as an adequate substitute:
he begat his first child in mere animality. The change began after its birth. He was won
by her love for him, by a loyalty that implied more than submission . ... Then he realized
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what he had lost, and that no woman could ever take her place; a friend would come
nearer to her than another woman. (57)
In this moment Aziz expresses an apparent move towards homo sociality, as it is not only that
another woman could not replace his beloved wife, but that no woman can ever function in that
role for him again. Sensual love and friendship begin to blur together, but friendship (and love,
for that matter) are not so easily attained, nor are they easily defined and accepted. After their
uneasy first meeting, the closeness between Aziz and Fielding begins to develop, even though
Fielding has his doubts, thinking, "'I shall not really be intimate with this fellow,' ... and then
'nor with anyone'" (127). While their acquaintanceship is evolving, there are pressures that pull
them apart, revealing the caprice inherent in trying to engage in intimate human connections.
When Fielding is late for the train to the Marabar caves, Aziz reveals the intensity of his
feelings: "'jump on, I must have you,' screamed Aziz, beside himself," to which Fielding
responds, "'right, give a hand.' 'He's not to, he'll kill himself,' Mrs. Moore protested. He
jumped, he failed, missed his friend's hand, and fell back on to the line" (144). Later,
contrasting with the confusion and disorientation Aziz feels after losing track of Adela around
the caves, he is overjoyed to see Fielding again, exhibiting the progress that their relationship has
made since their first interaction. Upon seeing him, Aziz proclaims, "'Fielding! Oh, I have so
wanted you!' ... dropping the 'Mr.' for the first time" (172), and then "by his own side sat
Fielding, whom he began to think of as 'Cyril'" (177). While the language that the two use
towards one another here begins to show their growing affection, their friendship also develops
through their physical intimacy, as when Fielding moves to calm Aziz after he is accused on the
train by Inspector Haq. Fielding's actions and his touch signify his loyalty to Aziz: "they
emerged into the midday heat, arm in arm" (179). Commencing touch, the two men open
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themselves up more fully to the intimacy of friendship, but just as their relationship began in
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doubt and mistrust, they are making themselves vulnerable to being punished by nature's
determined resistance to physical and spiritual affection.
Ironically, just as the bodies of the women act as receptacles for all that is vulgar and
coarse, the almost naked body of the punkah wallah in the courtroom reconvenes the two threads
of Aziz and Adela through a kind of sacred indifference: "splendidly formed, he sat on a raised
platform near the back ... he stood out as divine ... he seemed apart from human destinies, a male
fate, a winnower of souls ... he scarcely knew that he existed" (241-42). Looking at the wallah's
body becomes a lens through which Adela views her role in the chaos of the courtroom:
"something in his aloofness impressed the girl from middle-class England, and rebuked the
narrowness of her sufferings. In virtue of what had she collected this roomful of people
together? .. by what right did they claim so much importance in the world; and assume the title of
civilization?" (242). Cast against the wallah's torpor and the mess she has caused, Adela
becomes more aware of the diminishment of her self-importance. Her vision reveals to her the
emptiness of her experience: "she observed to the left and right of the punkah man many a halfknown face. Beneath her were gathered all the wreckage of her silly attempt to see India" (244).
Drawn to her outer limits, Adela has finally suffered the same fate as Aziz in the book's opening.
The faces appear to her in their partially vanished form, victims of her coasting along in her
pursuit of both a transcendent experience in India and an erroneous faith in the possibility of
bodily love with Ronny. Caught within this cycle, she has missed out on each. As the
remarkable disappointment settles in, Adela reverses herself, willing to honestly admit that the
violating touch was not Aziz's, that her breakdown is a product of what occurred in the cave as
well as the whole of her complex experience in India. Faces and bodies are left half-formed,
spirit is abjured, and all she is left with is her nothingness.
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In the extraordinary scene after Aziz's misadventure has run its course, he and Fielding
gaze up at the stars, planning out the holiday time that they will spend with each other, playfully
parrying over the events that brought them there. Inconsiderately chiding Aziz for his out-ofproportion emotions, Fielding offers, "you can't eat your cake and have it, even in the world of
the spirit," to which Aziz responds, "if you are right, there is no point in any friendship; it all
comes down to give and take, or give and return, which is disgusting, and we had better all leap
over this parapet and kill ourselves" (283). Indeed, this is the central question ofthe book, and it
is perhaps Aziz and Fielding's disagreement on this point that will force them apart in the end.
Fielding, who prized the give and take, who in fact proclaimed it his only way of getting by, has
learned almost nothing. He fails at intimate, spiritual mutualism as he urges Aziz to get over his
emotions, maintaining, even after all that has occurred, his insistence against being intimate with
this fellow. Gazing up to the heavens, he denies their otherworldliness, defusing the possibility
of a transcendent union. It is the submission forced upon Mrs. Moore and Adela in the caves that
Fielding still resists. While their discussion is in good nature, the motives and mistrust lying
beneath it will emerge soon enough to sabotage the two men's love for each other, as Fielding is
ultimately unable to "give in to the East" nor entirely trust Aziz in a "condition of affectionate
dependence" (289).
But Aziz doggedly retains hope. He disdains the vulgarity of the body in the transaction
of the give and take, searching instead for something more meaningful. Even when he has an
outbreak of resistance, as when he proclaims to Hamidullah, "no one is my friend. All are
traitors, even my own children. I have had enough of friends," he recants, returning back to his
submissiveness, offering, "take me, forgive me" (301). His willingness to be embraced is an
opening to his fellow countrymen and to God. It is akin to Godbole's call to God, the "come,
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come, come" (85), rather a wishful hope than a command. There is no reciprocity in their
relationship, with Aziz as the pursuer and Fielding the curious but unmalleable pursued. When
Aziz begins to get upset over the issue of Adela's payment, he questions Fielding's loyalty,
perceiving his act as betrayal: "what is friendship without confidences? He himself had told
things sometimes regarded as shocking, and the Englishman had listened, tolerant, but
surrendering nothing in return" (302). Fielding does not even participate in his faithful give and
take, and certainly not the mutual closeness required of true friends. He will not take Aziz in,
forcing him to stand alone, too far removed by his mistrust and the obstinacy of his beloved
Cecil to succeed in his passionate wishes.
And so it is that Fielding disappears from Aziz's life, gone to England as Aziz
misunderstands who it is that he has married, while Aziz abandons his own people for the
Temples at Mau. It is therefore appropriate, and comically opportune, that Fielding returns to
him while Aziz is visiting the Shrine of the Head above and that of the Body below with his
children, as it is this disjunction in their inability to meld the body and mind that has riven them
apart. Aziz has not forgotten his anger, of course, and rails against Fielding, saying, "I do not
want you, I do not want one of you in my private life, with my dying breath I say it" (339), but in
due time, memories of their past, as well as clearing up the confusion over whom Fielding has
married, will supersede the hostility. After Aziz'~ cordial introduction to Ralph, and the
collision ofthe boats, he and Fielding reunite with the knowledge of their limitations: "friends
again, yet aware that they could meet no more, Aziz and Fielding went for their last ride in the
Maujungles" (355). Their banter returns, a closeness develops, and the two converse in their old
way. Their language approaches the intimate romance that they have longed for. Touch begins
to flourish, as "after a silence-myriads of kisses around them as the earth drew the water in"
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(358), but just as the metaphorical lovers' flames expire in the cave when they kiss, this kiss will
bring expiration, and the two friends shy away from the kiss' touch out of fear. As the two men
ride through the jungle, they play back and forth between bodily and spiritual intimacy and the
moment of their earthly separation.
Words begin to break apart in their efforts to draw close to one another. Disjointed
pieces of information emerge around Aziz and his mixed emotions, as when "something-not a
sight, but a sound-flitted past him" (359). A change is coming over Aziz, noted by way of his
sense of hearing, whereby he will try to remove himself from the physical and welcome an
intimate spirituality into his material experience. He denounces his carnal memories of his
marriage, thinking only of one person: "He thought of his wife; and then the whole semi-mystic,
semi-sensuous overturn, so characteristic of his spiritual life, came to an end like a landslip and
rested in it due place, and he found himself riding in the jungle with his dear Cyril" (359). In the
moment, their trust for one another rises to infinite proportions, and they ride through a nature
elevated to godly levels, overwhelming human, physical needs and language, racing against the
divisiveness that will separate them.
They rage towards climax, and Aziz rides "against [Fielding] furiously-'and then,' he
concluded, half kissing him, 'you and I shall be friends.' 'Why can't we be friends now?' said
the other [Fielding], holding him affectionately. 'It's what I want. It's what you want.'" (362).

In turning the conversation to simple want or craving, Fielding regresses to the realm of the
flesh, failing again to merge intangible spiritual desire with his earthly presence. Even the halfkiss is powerful enough to end the romance, and the impossibility of the lovers' full embrace,
like the division between the Head and the Body, continues. The divisiveness that reigned
throughout the book returns; repugnance and hesitancy to touch creep back. Aziz and Fielding
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approach the moment of physical intimacy, their bodies rejecting the romance, the rocks and
objects of the terrestrial earth negating the lovers in time, denying them with "No, not yet," and
the grandiloquent sky refusing them in space with "No, not there" (362). For the lovers are,
ultimately, human in their desires. The sky that has embraced the earth, the sun that has burned
and blazed, the cosmos that holds the only chance of spiritual love, proclaims itself to earthly
beings as suitable only for gazing, as fairgrounds for those of another world. The body, vulgar,
coarse, and carnal, cannot partake of its infinite romance. Man cannot dance in unification with
the divine, and the lovers, separate as the two flames in the cave, are forced apart for the term of
their human existence.

In The Pisan Cantos touch means something very different from the near-physical

intimacy of A Passage to India. In Pound's visionary imagination, touch is disembodied,
existing only as an ideal in his mind. Touch is not envisioned as a unifying force between two
people, but rather as a metaphor for his attempt to shore,up the fragments of his self and connect
them with the processes of nature. The construction of his epic narrative is an internal review of
all that he has thought and experienced. Touch is his effort at reaching his hand out into the
world of his mind and memory, seeking the atasal connection with the natural world he is
incapable of accessing. As Michael Schuldiner writes: "the atasal is, after all, not the
consummate 'union' with the process; it is rather a 'joining': the coincidence of the same but
separate rhythms in both man and nature" (72).2 While Pound's vision contrasts with Forster's
sense of the lovers' desire for sensual embrace in the sky, his method is appropriate given his
mental and physical containment, even as he is forbiddens from engaging in the pleasure of
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corporeal touch. He is not unaware of the solitude in his mission, as the real man would later
remark: "1 suffer from the cumulative isolation of not having had enough contact-fifteen years
living more with ideas than with persons" (quoted in Hall 58). While his vessel for that drive
towards metaphorical touch, the recitation of the private workings of his mind to a public
audience, remains hypothetical, the speaker's ultimate goal is not to recoup an imagined unity,
but to move closer to an intimate connection between his remembered self and earthly
experience of nature.
It is here that the most significant difference between Pound's vision and that of the

omnipresent narrative voice and the characters in A Passage to India is made distinct. In

Passage, nature is everywhere insufficient for the visionary ideal, pushing the characters to look
up to the sky for hope, whereas in The Pisan Cantos, the natural bounty of plants, animals, and
life around him is the very force he is trying to connect with. Still, the starkness of Pound's
. situation is reaffirmed in moments where he recognizes, without illusion, how alone he is. Even
after repeated invocations and allusions to the ordering power of the Confucian process, Pound
reveals his pervasive sense of doubt about his potential for connecting with it:
Lay in soft grass by the cliffs edge
with the sea 30 metres below this
and at hand's span, at cubit's reach moving,
the crystalline, as inverse of water,
clear over rock bed
ac ferae familiars [domesticated wild animals]
the gemmed field a destra with fawn, with panther, [to the right]
com flower, thistle and sword-flower
to half metre grass growth,
lay on the cliff sedge
... nor is this yet atasal
nor are here souls, nec personae [nor people (individuals)]
(Schuldiner's footnote) "The atasal is generally defined as a "connection," "junction," or "contiguity,"
and is distinguished among Avicennan commentators from the "ittihad," the proper "union." A "union"
such as, for instance, a hypostatic union suggests the annihilation of any pretended self-hood." (72)
2

(
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neither here in hypostasis, this land is of Dione [Earth Mother or sky goddess]
(LXXVI, 35-6)3

(

Pound rejects the idea ofthe divine union of god and man, searching instead for the atasal
connection between man and nature that has not yet been reached. The visual sense here is just
as strong as in A Passage to India, but Pound looks out over a real or imagined cliff sedge,
rather than up to the sky. His mind becomes clear in the image of the crystal moving just past
his hand and arm, suspended in the medium between the water and his touch, at distances that
come closer and closer, but never enough to be consummated. The central paradox of Pound's
visionary ideal becomes most apparent in this moment. The lack of another person to share the
moment with enforces the solitude, but it is of course necessary for him to be alone to have his
visionary moment. The animals and fauna encircle him, still always at the edge, on the periphery
of his outstretched arm. It is a double bind, ultimately, the required shedding of ties and
abandonment that must be completed before the solitary vision can be achieved. People, friends,
love, and the prospect of heavenly union with God must be sloughed off, shunned, and deferred,
pushed away in the drive for intimacy with the self and nature, which Pound feels, dancing in
front of him, just beyond his reach, without the climax of the impossible touch.
In response to this containment, the speaker reaches for a new kind of touch with

nature-a connection through the hypothetical extension of his mind, which traverses his psyche
by way of a range of ideas, obj ects, and memories. As Martin Kayman writes in analyzing this
dominant visual image of The Cantos, "the crystal image operating the water/air mediations
serves the function of an 'ether' in providing a transcendent universal 'substance' by which to
focus and unify all phenomena and all communication" (129). The crystal image is not the sole
point of juncture, but rather one of many, including water, animals, and Pound's trove of

3

All quotations from the Cantos are from Pound's 'D!e Pisan Cantos, and are listed as (Canto number,
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memory, the vast network of creations and observations that provides the locus of connectivity, a
point where all phenomena in his frame of reference seem near at hand. These contact points
function like the sky in Passage, the grand unifying substance where all the visionary energy is
focused. This approach sounds a lot like Romanticism, and it is, in many ways, but its most
striking difference is in this dissimilarity between Romanticism's (and A Passage to India's)
self-effacing unification and Pound's vision of his reconstructed selfs connection to natural
processes. Made distinct by the methods of their visionary ideals, it is in this persistent failure to
achieve intimacy that these two texts come together, as the imposition of modernity's
fragmentation presents impassable obstacles to the body's ability to touch.
There is some irony in this representation, however, because the presence of real human
bodies in the poem is in fact so minimal and intangible that it is nearly non-existent. Pound
makes almost no reference to his own body, remarking on his fatigue but rarely specifically to

(
his physical being. Of the few actual bodies in the text, the moment that comes nearest to a full
realization of physicality is the description of the Pound's fellow prisoners and the guards at the
camp, where he says, "4 giants at the 4 comers / three young men at the door / and they digged a
ditch round about me / lest the damp gnaw thru my bones" (LXXIV, 7). While this description
doesn't offer the most precise drawing ofthe camp's geography,it emphasizes the separation of
the four men from Pound, who exists somewhere in relation to all this, but the reader has no
sense of how close he is to the other men, or whether he can touch them or hear them whisper
quiet words. Most importantly, there is no mention of faces and no recognition of their
expressIOns. Similar to Aziz's experience of the vanishing faces, Pound is surrounded by people
whose bodies refuse access points through their face, eyes, or smiles. Without this connection,
the men's bodies are presented as empty caricatures unable to reach across the space that splits

page number).

20

them. Even in the moments when Pound attempts to reach out to the fellow prisoners and the
guards by talking to them, there are questions about the manner in which he interacts with them.
It is impossible to tell whether the conversatjons are a creation of Pound's imagination, and the

exchanges are always limited to petty comments characterized by his apparent superiority and
overt racism, reducing the interchange to a didactic lecture. This early passage serves to show
the reader how he is cut off from human contact in the solitude of the prison structure. It is
exemplary of how bodies are evaded and elided throughout the text, broached only in the
disembodied memory. He experiences people and their forces through his recollections, but
never comes closer than whimsy to an intimate connection with a human being.
Unfortunately, Pound remains mired in this self-absorption, contained within his body
(and his cage). His confinement limits him physically but also mentally, forcing him inside an
imaginary world that can appear dense and obtuse to the reader, and even seems to elude his own
grasp at times. People, nature, and memories cannot reciprocate his efforts to reach out, giving
back to him only in the half-speech of his own creation. As opposed to the silences that riddle A

Passage to India, the speaker in The Pisan Cantos suffers from the monomaniacal constraint of
the one-man band-each act of reciprocation is disingenuous, as it flows only out of his memory,
question and answer coming from the same source. They are infmitely self-referential, rather
than regenerative and unifying. The question then, is, is it enough? Does his epic save Pound
from the depths of despair, allowing him to shore up the fragments of his self, or only carry him
further down? Is the speaker's periplum through his memory the source of the modernist
fracture of his self, or his salvation?
That question proceeds throughout the text, cycling back and forth between tragic despair
recollected in memory-catalogs of what has been lost-to redemptive moments where the
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speaker seems to get caught up in the nostalgia of his own sadness, displacing himself until he is
almost there in the past he remembers. This nostalgia functions in the same way that illusion
comforts Adela and Mrs. Moore in Passage until it is torn away from them in the cave. The
evocation of the literary greats is a moment that introduces this shift from the mournful sadness
of remembrance to real-time awareness:
Lordly men are to earth o'ergiven
these the companions:
Fordie that wrote of giants
and William who dreamed of nobility
and Jim the comedian singing:
"Blarrney castle me darlin'
you're nothing now but a StOWne"
and Plarr talking of mathematics
or Jepson lover of jade
Maurie who wrote historical novels
and Newbolt who looked twice bathed
are to earth o'ergiven.
(

(LXXIV, 10-11)

The list begins with the names and characteristics of his companions, all dead and untouchable,
but moves quickly into the actual song, a re-orientation into the presentness of the moment. As
ifto shock us back into the moment of the speaker's artifice, the natural world returns without a
beat: "And this day the sun was clouded" (LXXIV, 11), a simple but very straightforward
movement from memory back to the visual phenomenon of light.
As Pound begins to establish the wave-like framework for his fluctuations of emotion
from despair to revitalization, he strongly affirms his visionary ideal in the earthly paradise of
Dioce. His vision ofDioce, emerging from a meld of Medes' ancient city of Ectabana and
Pound's misinterpretations ofMussolini's Italy, resembles somewhat the cosmological paradise
of Passage, a place where the intimacy of connection can finally be achieved. Even at this early
point in the text, this moment is perhaps Pound's most emphatic statement of faith in his vision:
Cloud over mountain, mountain over the cloud
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I surrender neither the empire nor the temples
plural
nor the constitution nor yet the city of Dioce
each one in his god's name
as by Terracina rose from the sea Zephyr behind her
and from her manner of walking
as had Anchises
till the shrine be again white with marble
till the stone eyes look again seaward
The wind is part of the process
The rain is part of the process. (LXXN, 12-13)
He refuses to give up, using negatives that parallel the end of Passage to fend off the forces
trying to steal the paradise from him. His assertion moves to deferral, maintaining his belief in
and patience for the romance of another time. While his vision originated in the imagined
paradisal city, the recitation comes to stand for his faith in the visionary moment when his
physical being, memory, and the principles of democracy can come together with the natural
processes of the grove around him.
Following the exaltation of this passage, however, the poem becomes more vulnerable to
the swings of Pound's emotion. It starts out innocently enough, even happily: "To study with the
white wings of time passing / is not that our delight / to have friends come from far countries / is
not that pleasure / nor to care that we are untrumpeted? / filial, fraternal affection is the root of
humaneness / the root of the process" (LXXN, 15). The appropriation of the Confucian process,
taken from the Analects, is once again offered as the ideal of connection. But things take a turn:
"dry friable earth going from dust to more dust / grass worn from its root-hold / is it blacker? was
it blacker? N u ~ animae? / is there a blacker or was it merely San Juan with a bellyache /
writing ad posteros / in short shall we look for a deeper or is this the bottom?" (LXXN, 16).
The phrase "N

u ~ animae?" poses a crucial question in asking whether St. John's dark night of
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the soul is the "bottom" of the human spirit, or just limited to Pound's personal experience,
represented by the temporary and significantly less traumatic pain of a bellyache.
Undercutting the seriousness of his words, the joke shows that his emotions are not in
raw form at the surface of his being, but that his recitation is mediated and partially detached. As
if to answer the question (with considerable understatement), he says: "Le Paradis n'est pas
artificiel / but spezzato [broken] apparently / it exists only in fragments unexpected excellent
sausage, / the smell of mint, for example, / Ladro the night cat" (LXXIV, 16) and the owl with
glaring eyes. The reader doesn't have time to become immersed in even the mediated darkness
of the soul, as the speaker reaffirms the visionary ideal through his senses, varying the imagery
between lightness and darkness and sadness and pleasure. The fragments are all at a distance,
but their associations carry weight, as Frederick Cookson writes: "Dionysus is one of the central
deities ofthe Cantos and in a sense his presence is felt in all the animals (particularly the cat
family), plants and trees that shine throughout the poem, making its cosmos living and
numinous" (6). With the imagery deified in this way, both Pound and the reader get lifted up
with each vision, odor, and luster of a clear day. It does not dissolve the pain of the fracture, but
offers a balm for it. While Pound can still not touch any of these things, the closeness with
which he gathers them in his memory, and his ability to mix the sensory images with humor and
joyful imagery, offer both him and the readers access points of connection.
Pound continues this shift between lightness and humor-inflected darkness, contributing
to the overarching theme of light experienced through the sun, moon, crystal, and water
throughout The Pisan Cantos and The Cantos as a whole. Early on, he quotes from Erigena's
"Omnia, quae sunt, lumina sunt," interpreting it as "all things that are are lights" (LXXIV, 7).
This expression of unbounded light and connectivity is darkened almost immediately, as Pound
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compares himself to Odysseus with the phrase "a man on whom the sun has gone down"
(LXXN, 8). This allusion speaks to the same dark frame of mind as "the bottom," but the play
on "was it merely San Juan with a bellyache" returns towards the end when Pound says: "omnia,
quae sunt, lumina sunt, or whatever" (LXXXIll, 106). The strong statement of universal
illumination is interposed again with levity and alleged indifference, forcing the reader to
continually re-interpret his or her understanding of Pound's emotional plane.
The phrase "Cassandra, your eyes are like tigers" (LXXVru, 55)4 begins in Canto 78, and
repeats several times in the following Cantos. I see it as a form of direct address, a vocalization
to the imagined Trojan prophetess across the canyons of time. This Canto is particularly dense
in some places, with such a profusion of references and quoted material that it becomes
particularly hard to follow. Out of this mess, however, there occurs what I call "emergences."
These are places in the text where coherence and clarity rise out of what appears as almost
undifferentiated ramblings. In these passages, the lunacy and fascistic obsession that sometimes
characterize Pound's words fall away, and the reader is left with a concise and emotive paroxysm
of grief, despair, and possible regeneration. The flood of memories that seems out of control at
times slows down in these moments, as ifhe is aware oftheir poetic gravity. It is exasperating at
times to approach these lines rendered so consciously. Why not compose the poem out of just
this resonant imagery? What purpose is served by its location within the larger framework?
These emergences illuminate the complex and contradictory nature of the public/private
dichotomy, defining the distinction between the two, and highlighting how they can operate
coterminously for the audience. By its nature the whole of the poem is at least made available to
a public audience of readers. Its inclusivity, the strain it endures in the effort to contain the

This phrase is different in the two places it is taken from. The quote to follow reads: "Cassandra your
eyes are like tigers'" (LXXVIII, 60).

4
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myriad art, literature, historical, and personal references, economic and political theory, and
multi-lingual voicing, speaks to the conscious effort to create the poem in this way, to write the
poem "including history," while at the same time writing a personal epic of despair and hopeful
regeneration. This paradox parallels Pound's situation very well, with the text's varying
accessibility to the reader mirroring his fluctuating feelings of intimacy with his self and nature.
The ramblings feel didactic and lecture-like, more appropriate for a propagandist radio program
than a tender poem. While they are of course a part of the private psyche rendered on the public
stage, the emergent moments feel more private, as in the difference between a prayer said in a
house of worship and a prayer muttered quietly to oneself. They are revelatory, as if Pound is
opening a valve to some sector of his consciousness, not necessarily without mediation, but in a
manner that feels accessible and welcoming. While the emergent moments contain the starkest
moments of Pound's sadness and solitude, they also hold the seeds of his hope for the future.
The public/private dichotomy is touched upon again in the scene that ends Canto 78,
where Pound appears to try to seduce the imaginary Cassandra while still in the Detention
Center. This would seem a very private moment, however, it is not set off from the rest ofthe
text, but rather interwoven with it, with the privacy and intimacy of the potential tryst following
the discussion of fascism and American presidents. After the introduction, "Cassandra your eyes
are like tigers'" Pound continues:
Sin segreto no hay amor
[Without secrecy there is no love]
eyes of Dona Juana la loca,
[the crazy one]
Cunizza's shade al triedro and that presage [in the comer]
in the air

which means that nothing will happen that will
be visible to the sargeants.
(LXXVIII, 60-1)
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The scene brings together multiple planes ofthought and periods oftime. His dalliance with
Cassandra, the Troj an prophetess, who appears to the speaker as similar to a character in a Lope
de Vega play, will be hidden by the shade of Cunizza da Romano, an Italian woman referenced
by Dante. All of these elements come together in the speaker's voice, in his amorous desire and
its promised privacy, away from the prying eyes of the guards and those of the audience. The
language makes the case for the separateness of this hypothetical sensual touch, denying the
possibility of love witnessed publicly. While the idea of a sexual intertwining offers the
potential for carnal embrace, in reality it is impossible. By refusing to depict the rendezvous
more intimately, or even to refer to the lovers bodily, the scene again shows the limitations on
Pound's ability to achieve even an imagined physical touch, reaffirming the boundaries on the
poem's reach into history and memory. The image of seduction offers some potential for the
idea of intimacy to exist, but just as in A Passage to India, its manifestation is ultimately
disappointing. There is no moment of human contact, no union of bodies, nor even ofthe human
mind and natural processes. This section, while envisioning the potential for moments of
romance and poetic beauty, also reveals again how alone Pound is, and how his solitude binds
him inescapably to the artificial creation of memory and the reconstruction of his self.
The surface energy of even this non-tactile emotion continues with Canto 79's intensity,
culminating in the introduction of its strongest passion with "0 lynx, my love, my lovely lynx."
Pound's address to the lynx, an animal sacred to Dionysus, may be read as a prayer to the god or
to a woman (Terrell 426), but regardless, it indulges in repeated rich imagery and invested
emotion: "Keep watch over my wine pot, / Guard close my mountain still / Till the god come
into this whiskey. / Manitou, god of lynxes, remember our com" (LXXIX, 65-6). By referencing
both the lynx and Manitou, the Algonquin name for the natural power that permeates all things,
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the address takes on the character of a prayer to nature. It speaks to the vitality of connection, a
vector that connects the past, the present, and the overarching power of nature through the
speaker's words. The Lynx is asked for protection, to answer back to the repeated calls for help.
Pound in tum attempts to protect it from danger, but then even seems to offer the natural scene
populated by the lynxes as a type of sacrifice to Aphrodite, addressing the gods as if they are
potential participants in dialogue.
These creations of the mind may be the best option for a man in these circumstances, but
Pound does not appear to be ultimately content, reminding us frequently of the despair and
solitude ofthe situation, as when he says, "or to write dialog because there is / no one to
converse with / to take the sheep out to pasture / to bring your g.r. [gentle reader] to the
nutriment / gentle reader to the gist of the discourse / to sort out the animals" (LXXX, 77-8). In
making reference to the reader, he notes again one ofthe central complexities ofthe text,
questioning the effects of his wandering memories. As Michael Alexander writes, the
aforementioned groups "balk at the final inconvenience to the' gentle reader' of The Pisan
Cantos, namely the personal nature of their contents and their private style of reference" (200).
Just as Pound's constructed dialogues are comforting to him, they may be comforting to the
reader, even in their confusion, but they do not diminish his experience ofloneliness. He is
openly aware of this emptiness, and of the rift it creates between his self and his sought-after
connection with the natural process. While there are moments of hope that offer a faith in the
future, an openness to the wonder of what is yet to come and the promise of some escape, the
speaker seems destined to suffer:
man, earth: two halves of the tally
but I will come out of this knowing no one
neither they me
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£ \-l 6 <; [she said my husband]
x eON 1 0 E [earthborn], mysterium

fluid X eON 0 E [of the earth] o'erflowed me
lay in the fluid X 8 0 N 0 E ;
that lie
under the air's solidity
drunk with '1 X Q P [ichor] of X eON 1 0 E
fluid X 8 0 N 0 E , strong as the undertow
of the wave receding
but that a man should live in that further terror, and live
the loneliness of death came upon me
(at 3 P.M., for an instant)
0 a K P U w v [weeping]
(LXXXll, 104-5)
There is deep sadness here; but also, somehow, redemption. The power of nature does not fail to
overwhelm the speaker with emotion and a sense of intimacy, even ifhe cannot touch it, as he
still holds out hope: "Under white clouds, cielo di Pis a / out of all this beauty something must
come" (LXXXIV, 117). The "something" is still a prefiguring, an elevation to a higher point and
a juxtaposition of the near in the far. 5 It is a statement of acceptance and hope, a realization that
while the memory, nature, allusion, created dialogues, and address to the classical gods may not
be perfect, for Pound, trapped against his will, it is enough.

Forced to deal with the groundlessness and isolation of modernism, E.M. Forster and
Ezra Pound sought out transcendent visionary ideals of touch that subverted its constraints. By
focusing on visions outside the realm of the earth or the present, they found a way to ultimately
work with rather than resist the ambiguity in which their works are caught. In A Passage to
India, the bodies of the characters fail in their effort to reach across the many barriers to physical

5

Bedient, p. 251-252.
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and spiritual unification. Language is misunderstood, and touch, even when it is achieved,
infiltrates the characters with repugnance. In The Pisan Cantos, Pound, powerless to escape his
physical confines, begins to wander through the vast collection of memories in the ether of his
mind, searching for an intimacy with a self that has become disoriented and dissipated. As
Daniel Pearlman writes, "Pound retrieves, bit by bit, through an inventory of memory, the viable,
indestructible fragments of himself, the atoms that have not been split by time, from which he
reconstructs a new self invulnerable to time" (241). In the construction of this "new self' in the
autobiographical speaker, Pound attempts to touch through the atasal connection with the natural
processes, in what Schuldiner calls the "contiguity of personal and natural rhythms" (81). Each
of his memories and sensory experiences is an element of the connection that he is looking for,
and only by recalling and categorizing them in his poem can he begin to make himself whole
agam.
While the efforts at touch are pursued through the other physical senses, the two works
process the visions, landscapes, weather, and memories differently, and the idea of clarity is
essential to understanding their approach. In A Passage to India, clarity is a useless ambition. It
is the antithesis of what is needed to achieve a physical or spiritual connection, an obstacle to an
intimacy that already seems impossible. The characters experience things through their senses:
Aziz tries to see the vanishing faces as he passes by; he and Fielding gaze up at the stars; Adela
and Mrs. Moore hear the echo after their experience in the cave, but it is useless, as confusion
and detachment muddle up their processing of that information. Immediately after Fielding
thinks, "I shall not be intimate with this fellow ... nor with anyone else," his insight into
coherence is described: "experience can do much, and all that he had learnt in England and
Europe was an assistance to him, and helped him towards clarity, but clarity prevented him from
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experiencing anything

els~"

(127). Clarity blocks human emotion and fractures the intimate

moment, as language and rationality muddle the possibility of unification, of losing himself in
another person's loving touch, separating the West from the East without a bridge. Pushed away
from analysis of their terrestrial lives, the characters look out and up to the other,
incomprehensible worlds of the sky.
For Pound, forced to make do with the contents of his mind, lucidity is the only way that
he can graft his remembered self to his present experiences. In the play between his sensorial
interactions with nature and his imagination, he weaves an intricate web of phenomena and
recollection, trying to find a connective touch that brings it all together. He addresses the
complexity and importance of the word and its effect: "These are distinctions in clarity / ming
~ these are distinctions .. ./. .. there is our norm of spirit / our

cP

[Chung] (LXXXIV, 117-8).

Ming means bright, clear, and intelligence, and Chung middle, axis, center or pivot. In his flood
of memory and sense perception-allusions to friends, history, politics, and art, and the crystal,
sun, moon, animals, plants, and water-clarity is an absolute necessity. It is a light leading the
way through the shambles, focusing on his hypothetical imaginative vision and the capabilities of
his mind. It is the only possibility for touching his reconstructed selfto the natural processes, an
axis point around which he can organize his self, traverse his memory, and attempt to recoup his
losses.
The modernist trap that A Passage to India and The Pisan Cantos respond to is terrifying,
and our friend Mrs. Moore's breakdown probably best describes its impact on the individual:
She had come to that state where the horror of the universe and its smallness are both
visible at the same time .... But in the twilight of the double vision, a spiritual muddledom
is set up for which no high-sounding words can be found; we can neither act nor refrain
from action, we can neither ignore nor respect Infinity (231-32).
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Viewed from the inside out, the twilight of the double vision is an impossible bind, defined by
the collapse of the surrounding world, but the imaginative visionary ideals of escape that these
two works engage with within these confines offer the possibility of hope and transcendence.
Like beauty, touch is difficult. It can act as the agent of modernist fracture, but also as its
remedy. The tone that these two works take is often very different, with the "nothing" of A

Passage to India sharply opposing the "something" of The Pisan Cantos, but still they endlessly
pursue intimate touch, refusing to be derailed by the failures of the body or the present world to
defer their connection with the spirit and nature. Passage's lovers reach out towards one another
against nature's resistance. Pound reaches out into the air for a connection just beyond his grasp.
Their hands withdraw. The characters suffer from the modernist alienation and isolated
uncertainty of this retraction, but in both works, the promise of the intimate moment of touch in
another space and time, of "something to come," remains.
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